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Abstract 
Drawing from a four-year study the current state of educational opportunities for women in the Arabian Gulf in the early twenty-
first century is discussed. The aim is to shed light on the ways in which traditional, tribal Muslim societies view accommodating 
new educational infrastructures and age-old traditions. The educational realm is a stage for the dilemma of reconciling traditional 
religious practices and the values of a globalized, modern life. A divergence exists between the Arabian Gulf’s rapidly changing 
national culture and the deeply traditional ways providing women with new opportunities to create and to become connected 
while simultaneously limiting them. 
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
It is important to remember that before the seventies most of the Arab Gulf States were tribal and rural and that 
the rapid development drive has been based on the discovery of vast fossil energy reserves mainly in the seventies 
and eighties. This having been said, by the time of founding the GCC in 1971 each member state – Saudi Arabia, 
United Arab Emirates (UAE), Bahrain, Oman, Kuwait, and Qatar – had its own traditional formal educational 
system. In an effort to build up those systems in a coordinated way, the development of higher education curricula 
has been both economically driven and politically supported (Donn & Al Manthri, 2010).  
Thus, the rapid growth of educational systems as part of the civil infrastructure in the Arabian Gulf region was 
not a result of a stately and ongoing process of socio-economic expansion. It emerged as one facet of a newly-
developed civil system centered round a welfare state that included most social services free of charge for the native 
populace (Bill, 1984). For example, in 1975 when Sultan Qaboos bin Said Al Said took power, there were only three 
schools existing in the Sultanate of Oman, which were exclusively for a total of one hundred boys who were 
selected personally by the Sultan (Chatty, 2000). “For the last several decades there has been tremendous expansion 
in the educational facilities in all six of the Gulf monarchies. The quality of education, however, does not 
correspond to the needs of Gulf societies” (Bahgat, 1999). There is a considerable discrepancy between traditional 
and modern educational systems due in part to the Western models currently in use in the Arabian Gulf. Bahgat 
(1999) states that “three of the apparent deficiencies in the educational system in the region [are]: the mismatch 
between traditional and modern learning, the imbalance between indigenous and expatriate labour forces, and the 
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gap between men and women”. Although a wide gulf is apparent between traditional and contemporary educational 
practices, these are not necessarily discrepancies but can be interpreted as challenges.  
2. Proliferation of private enterprise in higher education 
The world is changing rapidly and cultures are being forced to evolve in order to keep pace with contemporary 
global needs. One example that reflects these challenges are the institutionalization and privatization of higher 
education throughout the Gulf (Altbach, 2008). Thus, alongside the extensive development of state tertiary 
institutions, private institutions are springing up like mushrooms. Their make up as private imported businesses 
resembles many other private enterprises of the economy as all six Gulf countries have moved towards privatising 
services throughout the period of 2000-10: competition is the order of the day. For instance, in the UAE there are 58 
private higher education institutions, likewise in Saudi Arabia 27 (Ministry of Higher Education, 1996) and in 
Bahrain 11, all of whom are branches of US-based, European or Australian universities (Ismail, 2010). 
“Privatization of higher education […] is a relatively recent market orientation phenomenon” (Al-Lamki, 2002). 
These institutions function like profit oriented businesses, thus the establishment of research and development 
centres is validated with low priority. Depending financially on private investors, their main purpose lies in serving 
the needs of the labour market and thus preparing students for the inadequately staffed fields. “I want to be an 
architect, but the closest I can get is a degree in Interior Design because I am a woman, and architecture is offered 
only for men”, says Noora, whose father owns an engineering firm. This quote shows that even private institutions 
are not exempt from cultural constraints which currently limit the areas that women can serve in the labour force. 
The intrusion of private enterprise into higher education includes curriculum changes which address the sets of 
skills, attitudes and values required for citizenship (World Bank, 2007). Those private educational institutions with 
their heavy reliance on expatriate and Eurocentric faculty that exist throughout the Gulf need to be assessed relative 
to national learning standards related to quality. With nationalization policies beginning to come to fruition, Bahrain 
is known to have successfully nationalized a much higher percentage of the nation’s jobs as compared to other Gulf 
States and it has the highest education levels amongst its national manpower (Hanouz & Yousef, 2007). 
3. Infiltration and immersion of western influence on higher education 
The unparalleled and consistent growth of the education sector in the Gulf region was brought into focus at the 
International Education Show in the UAE held early October 2010 featuring more than 70 acclaimed institutions of 
higher learning (AMEinfo, 2010). Since 2006, the Dubai Academic City (DAC), a union of over 25 universities, 
provides programs for 150,000 students (Donn & Al Manthri, 2010). Overall a total of 58 private universities with 
home bases in the USA, Canada, the UK, France and Australia operate in the country and the education sector was 
given top priority – in the budget for the fiscal year 2010 about 22.5% of the total budget being allocated to the 
education sector (AMEinfo, 2010). 
In the course of the rise of privatized Western brand educational corporations, the Gulf’s doors have been opened 
to foreign universities, foreign institutes and English speaking experts. The importation of curriculum models from 
overseas aims at replicating the programs from elsewhere. Educational Ministries throughout the Gulf have 
developed partnerships with universities, supporting the establishment of campuses from overseas institutions and 
research centres for knowledge production in science and technology. The competition has increased lately 
especially in science and mathematics programs (Sakr, 2008). In Saudi the Ministry of Higher Education has now 
made it known that it will accept only degrees from internally recognized and internationally accredited distance 
learning programs and online universities. In 2010 the Kingdom approved the setting up of distance programs. 
Online bookstores like amazon.com and various torrent sites which specialize in educational textbooks are 
supporting the continued growth of such markets that help to make higher education accessible also to home bound 
women in rural settings (cf. Vidyasagar & Rea, 2004). In addition, oversee scholarships are another way pursued by 
the government: “As many as 25,000 Saudi students are being funded by the government to study abroad” (Donn & 
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Al Manthri, 2010). However, the Ministry of Higher Education announced in August 2010 that the Kingdom has 
stopped sending its students to a number of foreign and Arab universities (Eurasia Review, 2010).  
“My dream is to specialize in Journalism and later work for a local newspaper. I want to share what women have 
to  say  with  the  world,  get  their  words  published.  But  there  is  no  study  program  in  this  field  here  at  Dhofar  
University and my family will never allow me to go and live in Muscat, outside our family home” (Ibtesam [pseud.], 
interview by author, Oman, 25 March 2007). Ibtesam explained her frustration with the current limits on their ability 
to pursue her dearly held vocational dream at Dhofar University. Since that day Ibtesam has worked hard to 
convince her father to agree on applying for an international scholarship program and I have written numerous 
letters of recommendation on her behalf. Ibtesam’s story is a vivid example of the roadblocks encountered and the 
hurdles that must be crossed for young people to gain access to the dreams that they hold. 
The immersion of  higher education with Western concepts emanating from the predominantly expatriate and 
Eurocentric faculty have challenged recent generations to find a way to balance the Western frameworks being 
imposed throughout their higher education and the traditional tribal frameworks within which the rest of their lives 
function. I would argue together with other scholars in the field that Arab Gulf States now need to enter in a second 
phase “when they are developing strategies and policies for their own educational systems” (Donn & Al Manthri, 
2010).
4. Cultural inhibitions affecting STEM-programs 
Higher education in the Gulf countries encounters unique challenges. The forward looking approach to education 
is exemplified in Kuwait’s adoption of the “Education Development Strategy 2005-2025” which is an outline for 
extensive educational reform. However, Sakr (2008) argues that educational problems are not really addressed as in 
the neighbouring countries of UAE or Qatar since the debate concentrates on an ideological dispute between 
Islamists and liberals. In the reform processes, issues around co-education versus gender segregation seem to be 
more pressing than addressing problems of educational quality. In Qatar the focus of the 2002 established 
“Education for a New Era Initiative” as well as the “Independent School Initiative” was on developing educational 
methodologies and curricula especially in the STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) academic 
fields without centralized government control. Historically STEM pathways were blocked for women and are still to 
some extent in some of the countries such as in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia: Although there may be 27 private 
colleges/universities, “only 18% of students study science, mathematics or engineering” (Donn & Al Manthri, 
2010). “Unfortunately, large numbers of females in higher education join education or humanities courses (Ministry 
of Higher Education, 1996). This has led to a surplus of humanities graduates in particular, many of them 
unemployed, and to a serious shortage of graduates coming out of technical and vocational education” (Calvert & 
Al-Shetaiwi, 2002). Due to economic and political pressure the need for Arabian female specialists in these areas 
continues to rise. Ismail comments on the striking mismatch between university graduates and the needs of the 
labour market in Saudi Arabia: 18% of the university students major in science, mathematics or engineering, and 
more than 40% in Islamic studies (Ismail, 2010). However, the opening of STEM educational pipelines at all levels 
relates to gender challenges both societal and structural. The dearth of qualified women PhDs in these fields has 
created a vacuum that requires an intense push to educate interested scholars.  
“I am a Computer Engineer major because it is the only major which brings me at all close to what I really want 
to do, which is Mechanical Engineering” (Maryam [pseud.], interview by author, KSA, 11 October 2008). The quote 
exemplifies that the time and energy Maryam, one of my students at Prince Mohammad University, is investing in 
the allowed major in the school of Computer Engineering, is useful only inasmuch as it could teach her the 
foundations of the craft she hoped to practice, Mechanical Engineering, regardless of her inability to actually pursue 
career-paths in such a male dominated field. The example of Maryam shows how in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 
traditional gender segregation is being upheld by limiting women to specific concentrations. STEM subjects have 
traditionally been an off limits field for women. These examples appear to uphold the traditional gender segregation 
by encouraging social dislocation from one female-only sphere to another, thus reinforcing the female to female 
transition of knowledge and economic investment. 
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5. Education reform: the challenges and inhibitions 
The Arab Gulf States are the epitome of unlimited economic growth: rapid economic growth as well as rapid 
establishment of educational frameworks in all GCC countries – no doubt. Yet this is only one side of the coin. The 
other side is an absence of an indigenous knowledge economy coupled with high unemployment rates (Nabli, 2006). 
Technologically as well as professionally, the various reports draw attention to the fact that the six Gulf States are 
not ready for the global advances (Hanouz & Yousef, 2007). Lidstone (2005) argues that “the […] authorities are 
[…] concerned about the potentially flammable mix of unemployment and political and religious radicalism”. The 
leaders of all Arab Gulf states face these and other social forces, that they constantly strive to balance to maintain 
their monopoly on political power.  
In order to address these problems and meet the aim of greater economic diversification, research and educational 
development keys. A call for education reforms has been loudly launched forming the basis for societal and labour-
market reform. The shift towards a knowledge-based economy is conditional upon the ability of all the countries of 
the Gulf region to face a series of developments in which the voice and the role of women can make a difference, 
while providing at the same time successful models for human development within an Islamic context in our global 
era.  
6. Conclusion 
The region as a whole is in a state of flux: economically, politically, socially, culturally and educationally. An 
analysis of the educational development in each Arab Gulf State provides evidence that their educational systems 
are in urgent need for development. Education and particularly higher education play a major role in meeting the 
needs of the labour market which is currently dominated by the male labour force. However, the reform efforts need 
to be in tune with religious and cultural traditions. Particularly in Saudi Arabia, the homeland of Muslims, the 
process of reform of the educational sector is difficult as conservative forces fear it goes hand in hand with 
secularism and the depreciation of religious values and cultural norms. Globalization, internationalization and 
privatization of education as well as penetration of English into Gulf Arab society have been dominant forces that 
have  played  a  major  influence  in  changing  traditional  roles  and  may  even  cause  a  total  culture  shift.  There  is  a  
cultural shift. Not only are more and more Gulf Arab women highly educated and eloquent in English but even their 
interests tend to lean towards western trends (lifestyles, movies, shopping -brand names especially, western music). 
This is true in urban and tribal regions alike where an unprecedented amount of unfiltered and uncensored 
information is being assimilated rather quickly into a society that is famed for its stately pace of life and adherence 
to traditional ways of living, resulting in a dynamic, vacillation between the past and the present that both stymies 
and encourages women’s creative lives and their value as a precious resource of intellectual and emotional wisdom 
and strength. 
“[...W]hile there can be no doubt that the destinies of individuals, cultures and nations are being increasingly 
shaped by the decisions and actions of global players [...] globalization brings with it a mix of opportunities and 
threats for every nation, culture and educational system. On the one hand, the removal of barriers and new 
technologies create new possibilities for intercultural exchange and dialogue, but on the other, we face the danger of 
a new global imperial regime in which one political, economic and communication culture is unilaterally favored 
over all others” (Power, 2000). 
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